CLOSE-UP ON CONTROVERSY

The Passion and the Movie Business

The star of the movie was struck by lightning during the shooting.
  And that might be the least surprising aspect of this film.  In fact, it was astounding that the film was ever made.  The dialog was all spoken in ancient dead languages—Aramaic and Latin, with English subtitles.  The subtitles alone are usually box-office poison, but on top of that, the cast included no famous movie stars, and because of its religious theme, it contained no sex.

Another problem was that the film depicted Jesus, and the world’s 2 billion Christians are notoriously sensitive about the way he is presented.  The last time it was tried, with Martin Scorsese’s The Last Temptation of Christ (1988) Christians worldwide protested and boycotted the film.

It was no wonder, then, that no studio would touch this project.  The director, Mel Gibson, had to finance the production himself, to the tune of $30 million.  He was also co-wrote and produced the film.

The movie was controversial before it was even finished, as early versions of the script got into the hands of critics who denounced it as anti-Semitic.  The critics insisted that the Jewish priests and their followers were depicted as villains, demanding the death of Jesus over and over.  The Roman governor, Pontius Pilate, was depicted as “a sensitive ruler who is pushed into crucifying Jesus by a chanting Jewish mob.”
  Critics worried that the film would incite anti-Jewish bigotry.  One pointed out that this message was particularly dangerous in today’s world, stating, “Gibson’s timing couldn’t be more unfortunate: another dose of death-haunted religious fanaticism is the last thing we need.”
 


Not everyone agreed that the film was anti-Semitic, but everyone agreed that it was violent--violent enough to earn an “R” rating.  One critic called the violence “grotesque, savage and often fetishized in slo-mo.”
  Another called it “A sickening death trip, a grimly unilluminating procession of treachery, beatings, blood, and agony.”
 

In depicting the last 12 hours of the life of Jesus, the film included a beating that left one of his eyes swollen shut, a scourging with metal lashes that ripped flesh from his body and the nailing of his hands and feet to the cross.  The thief on the cross next to Jesus gets his eyes pecked out by a crow.  Several writers pointed out that Gibson, as an actor, had been beaten, tortured and even disemboweled in earlier movies. They suggested that he might be as obsessed with violence as he was with religion.  


The Passion of the Christ was released on Ash Wednesday.  It took in $125.2 million in its first five days, passing The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King for the best gross by a movie opening on a Wednesday--ever.  By Easter, less than six weeks later, the film had grossed more than $350 million, earning it a spot on the list of the top ten all-time blockbusters in the United States.


Many industry analysts claimed that Gibson’s masterful handling of the anti-Semitism controversy contributed greatly to the film’s success.  It was Gibson who brought the controversy to the attention of the media, and the film then received an enormous amount of free publicity — on television news programs, on talk shows, in newspapers, and online.  Christian believers came to the defense of the film; Churches bought blocks of tickets and some individuals actually bought advertising for the film and paid for it themselves.

The success of this film tells us many things about Hollywood movies.  It shows us that they are culturally powerful and that their power can make them controversial.  It also shows us that movie successes are often total surprises, even to those, like studio bosses, whose business it is to predict that kind of success.
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